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It is commonplace to say that a sudden catastrophe may
transform a human being for ever. Nevertheless, the decisive
influence of these minutes upon the character of my mother,
upon her destiny and that of her children, cannot be passed
over in silence. Marie Curie did not change from a happy
young wife to an inconsolable widow. The metamorphosis was
less simple and more serious. The interior tumult that lacerated
Marie, the nameless horror of her wandering ideas, were too
virulent to be expressed in complaints or in confidences. From
the moment when those three words, "Pierre is dead", reached
her consciousness, a cope of solitude and secrecy fell upon her
shoulders for ever. Mme Curie, on that day in April, became
not only a widow but at the same time a pitiful and incurably
lonely woman.
The witnesses of the drama felt the invisible wall between her
and them. Their melancholy words of comfort passed her by.
With dry eyes and a face grey with pallor, she scarcely
seemed to hear them and answered the most urgent questions
only with difficulty. In a few laconic words she refused the
autopsy which would have completed the judicial inquiry, and
asked that Pierre's body be brought back to the Boulevard
Kellermann. She begged her friend Mme Perrin to take in
Irene for a time; she sent a brief telegram to Warsaw, saying,
"Pierre dead result accident." Then she went out into the
wet garden and sat down, her elbows on her knees and her
head in her hands, her gaze empty. Deaf, inert, mute, she
waited for her companion.
First they brought her relics found in the pockets of Pierre's
clothes: a fountain pen, some keys, a wallet, a watch which
was still going with even its glass intact. Finally, at eight
o'clock, an ambulance stopped before the house. Marie
climbed into it, and, in the halfrdarkness, saw the Madly,
peaceful face.
Slowly, painfully, the stretcher was edged through the narrow
door. Andre Debierne, who had gone to the police station to
fetch his master, his friend, supported the lugubrious burden.
The dead man was lying in a room on the ground floor,